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ABSTRACT. The Taiwan issue occupies a 
special place among the top national goals 
for the contemporary Chinese leadership. 
This issue is of particular significance since 
it deals with national pride, state sovereign-
ty, territorial integrity and the unity of the 
PRC. Its resolution also has an applied sig-
nificance – it promotes the legitimacy of 
the Chinese Communist Party and resolves 
some of the geopolitical difficulties China 
faces. While currently relying on promot-
ing Taiwan’s all-pervading economic depen-
dency on China—although not yet exclud-
ing military invasion of the island as an op-
tion—Beijing expects to resolve the Taiwan 
issue by 2049, the 100th anniversary of the 
PRC. By using economic statecraft and ex-
erting pressure on the world’s countries and 
international organizations, Beijing has suc-
ceeded in narrowing Taiwan’s international 
space, thus coming closer to the desired aim 
of reobtaining control of the island. Still, a 
crucial impediment to the resolution of the 
Taiwan issue is the US’ support of Taiwan. 
This article examines the specifics of the so-
called “One China” policy, a policy that the 
US has pursued with regard to the Taiwan 
issue since the 1970s. By analyzing in de-
tails the provisions of the documents that lay 
the basis for the “One China” policy, the au-
thor highlights the policy’s enduring princi-
ples. The author emphasizes the dual char-
acter of the US’ “One China” policy, which is 
its simultaneous efforts to promote relations 
with the PRC and, at the same time, to sup-

port Taiwan. The author believes that one of 
the primary determinants of the US’ policy 
towards the Taiwan issue is related to the na-
ture of China-Taiwan relations: either con-
flict-based (traced throughout almost the en-
tire history of the Taiwan problem) or peace-
ful (manifested in short historical segments 
in the first half of the 1990s and in 2008–
2016). Beijing’s readiness to return the island 
with the use of force and China’s rapid accu-
mulation of military power governs the close 
military ties between the US and Taiwan, 
including arms sales to the island. Through 
an analysis of the developing situation in the 
Taiwan Strait during three Taiwan adminis-
trations (those of Chen Shui-bian, Ma Ying-
jeou and Tsai Ing-wen), the author demon-
strates that, in the 21st century, the policy of 
Taiwan’s leadership towards both mainland 
China and the issue of independence plays 
the defining role in the Taiwan-China-US 
triangle. The author concludes that changes 
in the fundamentals of the US’ “One China” 
policy and the termination of Washington’s 
support of Taiwan are highly unlikely.

KEYWORDS: U.S., China, Taiwan, “One 
China” policy, Taiwan issue, «core interests», 
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Having ascended to the position of 
General Secretary of the CPC in 2013, Xi 
Jinping was tasked with finding answers 
to a large number of complex challenges 
facing China in the midst of its accelerat-
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ed economic development and its rise in 
status to that of a great power with glob-
al outreach. The Taiwan problem occupies 
a special place among these challenges; the 
resolution of Taiwan issue was beyond the 
power of four generations of PRC leaders 
because of the involvement of the world’s 
strongest state: the US. 

The Taiwan problem, directly affecting 
the issues of state sovereignty, territorial 
integrity and the unity of the PRC, holds 
the highest place within the hierarchy of 
China’s national interests and belongs to 
China’s so-called “core interests”—those 
interests Beijing will protect at any cost 
and concessions on which are in princi-
ple impossible. For more than six decades, 
Taiwan has been implementing a defacto 
independent domestic and foreign policy. 
While China has continued to view Tai-
wan as one of the provinces of the main-
land and re-stablishing control over it as 
one of the top national priorities.

The formal separation of Taiwan from 
China and the island’s de jure indepen-
dence is an unacceptable scenario for Bei-
jing, not only in itself, but also because its 
independence is capable of causing an im-
mediate chain reaction from the separatist 
forces in Tibet or the Xinjiang Uygur Au-
tonomous Region.

Interpreting the history of the Late and 
Early Republican period as a series of hu-
miliations China suffered from foreign 
countries as a result of the opium wars and 
the unequal treaties imposed upon them 
(also known as the “100 years of humilia-
tion”), Chinese leadership views the return 
of Taiwan as the final stage in collecting 
lost lands and restoring the former great-
ness of the Chinese nation. The return of 
Taiwan is the final task in the “reunifica-
tion of the nation” after Hong Kong and 
Macau rejoined the PRC in 1997 and 1999, 
respectively (Klimenko, Kamennov, 2017, 
p. 71), and thus acquires a sacred signifi-
cance for the Chinese: it represents a mat-
ter of unity for the motherland. 

The modern Chinese leadership attach-
es great importance to resolving the Tai-
wan issue in light of the task to ensure the 
legitimacy of the CPC’s power: success in 
the Taiwan issue would significantly con-
tribute to strengthening the existing politi-
cal regime in China, while failure or lack of 
progress could lead to a loss of the CPC’s 
credibility among the population. Chinese 
nationalism and nationalist sentiment, ex-
pressing the desire for more decisive ac-
tions by the Chinese leadership on the Tai-
wan issue, have a strong influence on the 
political decision-making process in Chi-
na. This requires the Chinese authorities to 
resolve the Taiwan issue as soon as possi-
ble, rather than shifting it onto the shoul-
ders of the next generations.

And finally, Taiwan is of an extreme-
ly high geostrategic importance to China, 
as it opens access to ocean ports and pro-
vides channels for strategic sea commu-
nications. The accelerated industrial de-
velopment in China following the launch 
of the policy of “reform and opening-up” 
has led to a strong growth in the coun-
try’s need to import raw materials (espe-
cially energy resources) and export man-
ufactured goods, mainly by sea. The dif-
ficulty of China’s access to the oceans 
is due to the fact that along the east-
ern coast of China, there is a ridge of is-
lands belonging Japan, Taiwan and the 
Philippines that act as a natural barri-
er to China entering the Pacific Ocean.  
The alternative sea routes used by Chi-
na for transporting imported raw materi-
als and exporting industrial goods , which 
travel across the South China Sea through 
the Strait of Malacca to the Indian Ocean 
are considered unreliable by the Chinese 
leadership due to widespread piracy, on-
going territorial disputes, and the presence 
of coastal countries with ambiguous atti-
tudes towards China that could potential-
ly restrict the navigation of Chinese ships. 
In this regard, the return of Taiwan allows 
China to solve the problem of open, un-
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hindered and reliable access to the oceans.  
Moreover, the return of Taiwan gives Chi-
na control over the Taiwan Strait, through 
which important sea routes pass. In fact 
about 70% of the flow of goods from Ja-
pan and South Korea travels along these 
routes (Li Guanqun, 2010.

Beijing views the Taiwan problem as 
exclusively internal and belonging to the 
category of “core interests”, thus it rejects 
any form of external interference. China 
maintains diplomatic relations only with 
those countries that recognize and strictly 
follow the one-China principle advocated 
by Beijing, which is that there is only one 
China in the international arena of which 
Taiwan is an integral part. 

The Taiwan problem, traditionally oc-
cupying one of the highest ranks in the hi-
erarchy of the PRC’s national interests, has 
become even more accentuated in light 
of Xi Jinping’s promulgation in 2013 of 
the “Chinese dream” and the task of “two 
centenary anniversaries” (the centenary 
of the formation of the Chinese Commu-
nist Party in 1921 and the establishment 
of the PRC in 1949). The return of Taiwan 
and, accordingly, the complete reunifica-
tion of China, which, according to Chi-
nese plans, should occur peacefully based 
on the “one country, two systems” formu-
la, is of fundamental importance for the 
realization of this “Chinese dream of the 
great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation”.  
At the same time, the concentration of an 
impressive number of short-range ballis-
tic missiles in the coastal provinces of the 
PRC near the Taiwan Strait indirectly indi-
cates that the Chinese leadership has not 
excluded the scenario of returning Tai-
wan via force. According to the US De-
partment of Defense, about 1,200 short-
range ballistic missiles are located in Chi-

na, the qualitative characteristics of which, 
such as accuracy, range and power of the 
parts, are constantly being improved1. The 
right of the Chinese authorities to use mil-
itary force for the return of Taiwan is legis-
latively enshrined in the 2005 Anti-Seces-
sion Law.

The genesis of the Taiwan 
issue and the United States’ 
Involvement

The Taiwan problem appeared as a spe-
cial political phenomenon in 1949, when, 
as a result of the civil war in China, two op-
posing governments defending the right to 
represent the interests of all Chinese peo-
ple on the world stage appeared: the com-
munist government of the newly formed 
state  – the People’s Republic of China  – 
and the Kuomintang party led by Chiang 
Kai-sek, who, due to his defeat in the civ-
il war, was forced to seek refuge in Taiwan 
and there establish a temporary govern-
ment for the Republic of China. Washing-
ton’s intervention in the Chinese domestic 
problem in June 1950 prevented the reso-
lution of the political rivalry between the 
two governments. Then-President Tru-
man announced the dispatch of the 7th 
fleet of the US Naval Forces to the Taiwan 
Strait with the aim of preventing the mili-
tary capture of Taiwan by the PRC army2. 
Washington continued to maintain diplo-
matic relations with the government of the 
Republic of China in Taiwan until Janu-
ary 1, 1979.

During these three decades, US’ Tai-
wan policy has undergone three stages of 
evolution. The first stage, which began 
with open American intervention in the 
intra-Chinese problem in June 1950 and 

1  Military and security developments involving the PRC. 2017. P. 31. URL: https://www.defense.gov/Portals/1/Documents/pubs/2017_
China_Military_Power_Report.PDF (Accessed: 25.08.2017)
2 The US support for Kuomintang regime in 1950 was motivated by Beijing’s alignment with the USSR and the PRC’s involvement 
in the Korean War (Zinov’ev, 2010, p. 63).
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continued until the signing of the Sino-
US Mutual Defense Treaty on December 
2, 1954, was characterized by the forma-
tion of a model of American participa-
tion in the China-Taiwan confrontation 
and the rise of the main forms of allied 
relations with Taiwan and their official 
confimation in the form of the Mutual 
Defense Treaty. During the second stage, 
Washington fulfilled its allied obliga-
tions with respect to Taiwan during the 
Taiwan crises of 1954–1955, 1958, and 
1962. The third stage was characterized 
by the search for a new model of Ameri-
can participation in the Taiwan problem 
as a result of an adjustment in US foreign 
policy towards China. This was driven by 
a desire in the 1960s, both in the Unit-
ed States and in China, to normalize bi-
lateral relations in order to counter the 
threat of the Soviet Union. As a result of 
complex and lengthy US-China talks, on 
February 28, 1972, the Shanghai Com-
muniqué was concluded, which was the 
first step towards restoring relations 
between the United States and China.  
Finally, on January 1, 1979, a second 
communiqué was signed, in which the 
United States recognized the govern-
ment of the People’s Republic of China 
as the sole legitimate government of all 
of China3.

However, after the break in diplomatic 
relations with Taiwan, Washington did not 
cease to maintain diverse informal con-
tacts with the Taiwan administration. In 
essence, the country continued to be the 
island’s guarantor of security.

After switching the diplomatic recog-
nition from Taiwan to China, Washington 
began to pursue a so-called “one-China” 
policy in relation to the Taiwan issue. This 
policy was based on four main documents: 
the three joint US-China communiqués 
(Shanghai communiqué of February 28, 
1972, the communiqué on establishing 
diplomatic relations from January 1, 1979, 
the US-China Joint Communiqué of Au-
gust 17, 1982) and the Taiwan Relations 
Act of April 10, 1979. High-ranking offi-
cials (including the President of the United 
States) still point to these four documents 
when explaining US policy towards Tai-
wan and during negotiations with China. 

In the three joint US-China commu-
niqués that paved the way for the normal-
ization of relations between the two pow-
ers, the following provisions were made 
concerning the American policy of “one 
China”:

•  �recognition by Washington of the 
government of the PRC as the sole 
legitimate government of China;

•  �the intention to maintain cultural, 
commercial and other unofficial re-
lations with Taiwan;

•  �acknowledging (rather than recog-
nizing) the position of the PRC re-
garding the existence of one China 
and Taiwan as its constituent part; 

•  �interest in the peaceful resolution 
of the Taiwan issue by the Chinese 
themselves; 

•  �refusal to intervene in the “peaceful 
settlement” of the conflict between 
the PRC and Taiwan; 

3  Leksyutina Ya. (2012) The U.S.-China relations under the conditions of the international system transformation in the beginning of 
the 21st century [Amerikano-kitaiskie otnosheniya v usloviyakh transformiruyushcheisya mezhdunarodnoi sistemy v nachale XXI v.]. 
Dr. Sc. Thesis. Saint-Petersburg. P. 172.
4  The communiqué of 1972 stated: “The United States acknowledges that all Chinese on either side of the Taiwan Strait maintain 
there is but one China and that Taiwan is a part of China. The United States Government does not challenge that position”. The 
communiqué of 1979 has slightly different wording: “The Government of the United States of America acknowledges the Chinese 
position that there is but one China and that Taiwan is part of China”.  Shanghai Communiqué. Joint Communiqué of the USA and 
the PRC. 1972. See: URL: http://www.taiwandocuments.org/ communique01.htm (Accessed: 21.05.2015); Joint Communique on 
the Establishment of Diplomatic Relations between the USA and the PRC. 1979. URL: http://www.taiwansecurity.org/IS/Joint.htm 
(Accessed: 10.02.2015).
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•  �no intentions to interfere in the Chi-
na’s internal affairs, to pursue a pol-
icy of “two Chinas” or “one China, 
one Taiwan”5.

The Taiwan Relations Act of April 1979 
in which Congress6 played a decisive role, 
regulated the practical issues of informal 
interaction between the United States and 
the Taiwan authorities and contained pro-
visions for ensuring the island’s securi-
ty and the sale of American weapons to 
Taiwan. The law, in particular, expressed 
Washington’s readiness to provide Taiwan 
with access to “such defense articles and 
defense services in such quantity as may 
be necessary to enable Taiwan to maintain 
a sufficient self-defense capability”7.

Regarding the issue of maintaining 
Taiwan’s security, the provisions of the 
law were very vague: the law obliged the 
United States to assist Taiwan in ensur-
ing its security, while providing Washing-
ton room to maneuver—to determine op-
tions for responding to various develop-
ments in the Taiwan Strait at its own dis-
cretion. Without directly pointing to the 
US commitment to defend Taiwan in the 
event of a military invasion by China, the 
law regarded China’s potential aggression 
as a threat to peace and security in the re-
gion and a matter of serious concern for 
the United States. 

Essentially, this law laid the founda-
tions of the American policy of “strategic 
uncertainty” on the Taiwan issue, which 
was used by successive US administra-
tions for almost four decades, beginning 
with Carter. “Strategic uncertainty” means 
the lack of clear ideas in Beijing and Taipei 
regarding the form, extent of and thresh-
olds for US intervention in the event of 
an armed conflict in the Taiwan Strait. At 

the same time, Washington gives guaran-
tees to Taipei that it will not give up its sup-
port for the sake of building good relations 
with China (Trush, 2017, p. 58). According 
to Washington, the policy of “strategic un-
certainty” is designed to keep China from 
using force in order to resolve the Taiwan 
issue and at the same time prevent Taipei 
from using US defense commitments to 
move toward independence. Washington’s 
policy in Taiwan is guided by the aim of 
maintaining the status quo in the Taiwan 
Strait, allowing it to be changed if appro-
priate agreements are reached between the 
two sides of the conflict.

On the whole, the “one China” poli-
cy pursued by Washington since the late 
1970s has been dictated, on the one hand, 
by the US desire to develop relations with 
the PRC, whose growth in economic po-
tential and its expanding participation in 
world affairs only reinforce similar aspi-
rations of Washington, and, on the oth-
er hand, its desire to protect Taiwan from 
military invasion as its former ally under 
the Treaty of 1954 and, after the island’s 
democratization in the 1980s, the need to 
prevent the absorption of young Asian de-
mocracy by undemocratic China.

The widespread notions of the “Chi-
nese threat” and the need to contain the 
rapidly expanding comprehensive national 
power of China, which is capable of chal-
lenging American world domination in 
the long run, play a common role in the 
ongoing support of Taiwan. Taiwan, pos-
sessing significant financial resources and 
a high technological potential, would on-
ly contribute to an even greater growth 
in Chinese power should it gain control. 
Thus, supporters of China’s “containment” 
policy consider maintaining the status quo 
in the Taiwan Strait as a way to limit the 

5  Joint Communiqué on Arms Sales to Taiwan. Joint Communiqué of the USA and the PRC. 1982. URL: http://www.taiwandocu- 
ments.org/communique03.htm (Accessed: 11.02.2015)
6  The US Congress traditionally takes pro-Taiwan stance and is very critical of the mainland China. 
7  Sec.2-b; sec.3-a. Taiwan relations act 1979. URL: http://www.taiwandocuments.org/tra02.htm (Accessed: 15.01.2013 
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further strengthening of China’s power. 
Moreover, there are also ideas about the 
possibility of “playing the Taiwanese card”, 
in other words, using Taiwan as a way to 
add pressure to China in matters of stra-
tegic interest to Washington. And finally, 
we should not forget about the strong Tai-
wanese lobby and various interest groups 
in the United States influencing the foreign 
policy decisions. These groups either de-
fend Taiwanese interests, or take anti-Chi-
nese positions.

American Policy of “One China” 
in the 21st Century

The “One China” policy that formed 
following the unwilling breach of the dip-
lomatic relations with Taiwan in 1979 and 
that the US has followed for about four de-
cades since the breach of the diplomat-
ic relations with Taiwan in 1979, is very 
specific and differs significantly from the 
Chinese understanding of the “one Chi-
na” principle, as well as from other coun-
tries’ policies regarding Taiwan, wherein 
they support official relations with China 
and strictly follow the letter and spirit of 
the “one China” principle. While formal-
ly adhering to the provisions contained in 
the three joint US-China communiqués, 
deliberately not interfering in the Sino-
Taiwanese negotiation process and not en-
couraging the island’s movement towards 
independence, Washington, meanwhile, 
continues to play the role of Taiwan’s guar-
antor of security and provides diverse sup-
port for such security. Washington’s sup-
port comes in a number of key areas: 
arms sales and close military cooperation 
in general, an exchange of visits between 
high-ranking officials, and assistance in 
expanding Taiwan’s participation in inter-
national organizations. While preserving 
the continuity of the general contours and 
basic principles of its Taiwan policy, Wash-
ington, nevertheless, in different historical 

periods has demonstrated an unequal lev-
el of support and development of informal 
contacts with the island.

The formation and implementation of 
the “one-China” policies by successive US 
administrations has been determined by a 
whole range of factors and circumstances: 
the personal preferences of the presidents, 
the political situation, the changing inter-
national and regional context, the needs of 
the developing US-China relations and, to 
a decisive degree, the content of the China-
Taiwan interaction. 

For a long time, the main determinant 
of US policy on the Taiwan issue was the 
conflicting nature of China-Taiwan re-
lations: China’s readiness to use military 
force to return the island and the lack of 
interest from the Taiwan side in uniting 
with the mainland determined the need 
for American participation.

The growing threat of a military-based 
solution to the Taiwan issue from Chi-
na’s resolution of the Taiwan issue by mili-
tary means has led to a deepening and in-
creased diversification of US-Taiwan mil-
itary cooperation  – a form of interaction 
that is absolutely unacceptable to Beijing. 
As a result of the Taiwan crisis of 1995–
1996, when, in response to large-scale mil-
itary exercises by the People’s Liberation 
Army in the Taiwan Strait region, the Unit-
ed States was forced to bring in two aircraft 
carriers, the US-Taiwan military coopera-
tion has significantly intensified. In the last 
years of Bill Clinton’s presidency and the 
first term of George W. Bush’s presidency 
there was a rethinking of Washington’s ap-
proach to the development of military co-
operation with Taiwan. Previously limit-
ed mainly to the sale of American arms to 
Taiwan, military cooperation began to de-
velop in a number of other areas, such as 
the US-Taiwan strategic dialogue on de-
fense issues, visits to the United States by 
high-ranking Taiwanese military and De-
partment of National Defense represen-
tatives, special training programs for the 
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Taiwan military, US observations of Tai-
wanese exercises, inspections, and so on.

Military cooperation was especially in-
tensified under George W. Bush, who as-
sumed presidential duties with a vision 
of China as a “strategic rival” (Timofeev, 
2016, p. 609) and with a desire to abandon 
the policy of “strategic uncertainty” in fa-
vor of more focused support for Taiwan. 
During his presidency, sales of American 
weapons to Taiwan increased and their 
composition changed  – more modern 
types of weapons began to be sold. 

Thus, in April 2001, plans were revealed 
to sell the largest package of weapons to 
Taiwan since 1992, including “Kidd” class 
destroyers, diesel submarines and the Ori-
on anti-submarine patrol aircraft. An ap-
propriate legal framework for the expan-
sion of arms sales to Taiwan was even pro-
vided – in accordance with the Foreign Re-
lations Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 
2003, Taiwan was given access to modern 
American weapons and technology along 
with US non-NATO military allies, such as 
the Republic of Korea, Japan, Australia or 
Israel8. Under George W. Bush, there hap-
pened a liberalization of visits to the Unit-
ed States by high-ranking Taiwan military 
officials and representatives of the Ministry 
of Defense – the level and intensity of visits 
increased. It enabled the visits to the US of 
As a result, it was possible, for example, to 
meet with the Taiwanese military officials 
at the level of Minister and Deputy Minis-
ter of Defense of Taiwan and Chief of the 
General Staff of Taiwan. In addition, since 
2001, the US military was sent to Taiwan to 
monitor the military exercises conducted.

Under George W. Bush and Barack 
Obama, the tightening in US-Taiwan mil-

itary cooperation was facilitated by the in-
creased risks of China using force to re-
turn Taiwan, due to China’s accelerated 
pace of military modernization, its rapidly 
increasing military power, the deepening 
gap in the military capabilities of China 
and Taiwan, and the growth of nationalist 
sentiment in Chinese society. In the 2008–
2011 period alone, the US administration 
approved three large arms packages to Tai-
wan. In October 2008, plans were revealed 
to sell a consignment of weapons to Tai-
wan valued at $6.5 billion that included 
Patriot PAC-3 anti-ship missiles, Apache 
AH-64D attack helicopters, aircraft E-2T 
to modify Hawkeye 2000, guided missiles, 
Javelin sight and launching equipment, 
and Harpoon Block-2 missiles. In January 
2010, plans were made to sell a consign-
ment of weapons to Taiwan worth almost 
$6.4 billion (including Patriot PAC-3 an-
ti-ship missiles, Black Hawk helicopters, 
Harpoon missiles) (Davydov, 2010, p. 2). 
In September 2011, plans were announced 
to sell Taiwan spare parts for military air-
craft, military equipment for the modern-
ization of F-16 A / B fighters and technical 
and expert support totaling $ 5.9 billion9.

This was followed by a four-year pause 
in arms sales to Taiwan, which was proba-
bly related to Washington’s concerns about 
the adverse effects of arms sales on the de-
velopment of US-China relations and the 
process of normalizing China-Taiwan re-
lations that began in 2008, as well as finan-
cial constraints imposed by the Taiwan’s 
defense budget. 

In mid-December 2015, the Obama ad-
ministration approved the sale of another 
weapons package to Taiwan in the amount 
of $1.83 billion, including two frigates with 

8  Art. 1206. Foreign Relations Authorization Act, Fiscal Year 2003. 2002. URL: http://thomas.loc.gov/ (Accessed: 18.08.2017).
9  Taipei Economic and Cultural Representative Office in the US  – foreign military sales order II (FMSO II). 2011. URL:  
http://www.dsca.mil/PressReleases/36-b/2011/TECRO_11-34.pdf (Accessed: 13.01.2016); Taipei Economic and Cultural Repre-
sentative Office in the US – pilot training program. 2011. URL: http://www.dsca.mil/PressReleases/36-b/2011/TECRO_11-19.
pdf (Accessed: 13.01.2016); Taipei Economic and Cultural Representative Office in the US – retrofit of F-16A/B aircraft. 2011. URL:  
http://www.dsca.mil/PressReleases/36-b/2011/TECRO_11-39.pdf (Accessed: 13.01.2016).
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guided missiles “Oliver Hazard Perry”, am-
phibious vehicles “AAV-7”, anti-tank mis-
siles “Javelin” and “BGM-71F”, portable 
missiles “Stinger”, short-range anti-aircraft 
artillery systems “MK-15 Phalanx”. In to-
tal, the Obama administration approved a 
transfer of over $14 billion worth of weap-
ons to Taiwan.

As with George W. Bush, Jr., under 
Obama, military cooperation was not lim-
ited to the sale of weapons, but developed 
among other vectors. Thus, for the past 
few years of the Obama presidency, the 
number of annual events in line with the 
US-Taiwan military cooperation has dou-
bled10. From 2012 to 2015, the number of 
US Department of Defense representa-
tives visiting Taiwan increased from about 
1,500 to about 3,20011.

At the same time, while developing mil-
itary cooperation with Taiwan, Washing-
ton still maintains a number of restrictions 
on its support. Restrictions relate primarily 
to the sale of offensive arms to Taiwan, vis-
its to Taiwan by US high-ranking military 
officers, joint military exercises, etc.

The close US-Taiwan military coop-
eration and, in particular, arms sales, are 
viewed by Beijing as violation of the “one-
China” principle and the joint US-Chinese 
communiqué of 1982. This communiqué 
contains assurances by the United States 
the it “does not seek to carry out a long-
term policy of arms sales to Taiwan, that 
its arms sales to Taiwan will not exceed, ei-
ther in qualitative or in quantitative terms, 
the level of those supplied in recent years 
since the establishment of diplomatic rela-
tions between the United States and Chi-
na, and that it intends gradually to reduce 
its sale of arms to Taiwan, leading, over a 
period of time, to a final resolution.” (Joint 

Communiqué, 1982). Washington justifies 
its arms sales by the provisions of the 1979 
Taiwan Relations Act, which establish-
es Washingtons commitments to provide 
Taiwan with defensive weapons in quanti-
ties that allow Taiwan to maintain its de-
fense (Joint Communiqué, 1982).

At the present stage, Washington is al-
most the only supplier of arms to Taiwan. 
Since the mid 1990s, Taiwan has lost all of 
major non-US suppliers of weapons – un-
der the threat of economic sanctions and 
diplomatic pressure from China, even 
such large exporters as France, Germany, 
the Netherlands, Canada and Israel could 
not resist ceasing their weapons exports.

Washington is constantly under pres-
sure from Beijing when trying to sell weap-
ons to Taiwan. Every time Washington an-
nounces plans to sell weapons to Taiwan, a 
microcrisis in US-China relations occurs, 
which forces successive US administra-
tions to carefully weigh the pros and cons 
of approving the next weapons package. 

In addition to public criticism of Wash-
ington’s actions, Beijing’s discontent usual-
ly takes on such forms as canceling previ-
ously scheduled bilateral meetings to dis-
cuss defense cooperation, suspending bi-
lateral contacts along military lines, im-
posing a temporary ban on visits of US 
warships to the port of Hong Kong, and 
threatening to impose economic sanc-
tions on American corporations involved 
in arms sales to Taiwan.

In addition to their close military co-
operation and continued sales of Amer-
ican weapons to Taiwan, Beijing’s accu-
sations that Washington has violated the 
“one-China” principle are related to some 
other aspects of US-Taiwan cooperation, 
for example, the visits by Taiwanese presi-

10  Testimony of Susan Thornton. 2016. URL: http://docs.house.gov/meetings/FA/FA05/20160211/104457/HHRG-114-FA05-Wstate-
ThorntonS-20160211.pdf (Accessed: 29.08.2017)
11  2016 Annual Report to Congress. U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission. P. 385 URL:https://www.uscc.gov/
sites/default/files/Annual_Report/Chapters/Chapter%203%2C%20Section%202%20-%20China%20and%20Taiwan.pdf (Accessed: 
18.08.2017)
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dents to the United States since 2000 (tran-
sit stops along the route of Taiwanese pres-
idents to their diplomatic partners in Cen-
tral America). Although these visits are 
informal, they are often accompanied by 
meetings with prominent American politi-
cians, members of Congress, media repre-
sentatives, and in some cases involve pub-
lic speeches. 

Dynamic of China-Taiwan 
Interaction in the 21st Century 
and its influence on American 
policy towards Taiwan 

In the 21st century, the policy of the 
Taiwan authorities towards mainland Chi-
na and the issue of independence has be-
gun to play a decisive role in the triangle 
between Taiwan, China, and the United 
States. Taiwan, having fully mastered the 
principles of democratic government by 
the turn of the century (Malyavin, Chen, 
2012, p. 119), has become highly suscep-
tible to a change in the political leadership 
of the island. The two largest political par-
ties of the island—the Kuomintang and 
the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP)—
compete for the sympathy of the Taiwan-
ese electorate and the right to formulate 
the island’s policy on Taiwan’s indepen-
dence and developing relations with main-
land China based on fundamentally differ-
ent political platforms. As a result, Beijing 
has begun to pursue a more reactive policy 
that responds to the actions of the Taiwan-
ese leadership, rather than an active one. 
The growth of Beijing’s belligerent rhetoric 

has become decisively dependent on the 
actions of the Taiwanese authorities.

From 2000 to 2017, there have been 
three presidential administrations in Tai-
wan: the administration of a representa-
tive of the DPP, a party traditionally advo-
cating independence for the island, Chen 
Shui-bian (2000–2008), the administra-
tion of the representative of the Kuomin-
tang party Ma Ying-jeou (2008–2016) and 
the current administration of a representa-
tive of the DPP Tsai Ing-wen.

During Chen Shui-bian’s administra-
tion there appeared deep deterioration of 
relations between China and Taiwan. The 
contacts between the representatives of the 
semi-official intermediary organizations 
of the Taiwan Strait — the Straits Exchange 
Foundation and the Association for Rela-
tions Across the Taiwan Straits12— stopped 
and Beijing intensified preparations for a 
military solution of the Taiwan issue. Con-
trary to the promises he made in his inau-
gural speech not to take any actions that 
would imply a change in the status quo in 
the Taiwan Strait13, Chen Shui-bian began 
to purposefully push the envelope of ​​is-
land independence (Larin, 2006, 86).

An incomplete list of actions taken by 
Chen Shui-bian that destabilized the situa-
tion in the Taiwan Strait includes:

measures aimed at the mobilizing of 
a Taiwanese identity; a public statement 
that each side of the Taiwan Strait is a sep-
arate state (August 2002); the adoption of 
the Referendum Law (2003) and the hold-
ing of referendums; an initiative to devel-
op a new Constitution (2004) (Polyakov, 
2006, p 32); a proposal to change the 

12  Initiated in early 1990s the negotiating process between these two institutions was unilaterally terminated by Beijing in response 
to the statement made in 1999 by Taiwan’s President Lee Teng-hui when he described the cross-Strait relations as “at least special 
state-to-state relations”.
13  Cheng Shui-Bian’s 2000 inaugural assurances or “five no’s” included: assurances as long as the CCP regime has no intention to use 
military force against Taiwan not to declare independence, not to change the national title, not to push forth the inclusion of the 
"state-to-state" description in the Constitution, not to promote a referendum to change the status quo in regard to the question of 
independence or unification, and not to abolish the Guidelines for National Unification and the National Unification Council. See: 
中華民國第十任總統就職演說 [Inaugural address by the 10th ROC President]. 2000. URL: http://www.president.gov.tw/php-bin/
dore2+/list.php4?_sec- tion=3 (Accessed: 10.09.2012)
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names of government departments and 
state corporations (2004); a termination 
of the activities of the National Unifica-
tion Council and its application of the 
National Unification Program (2006); an-
nouncement of the “Four Wants” of Tai-
wan (March 2007)14; holding a referen-
dum on the island’s membership in the 
United Nations under the name “Taiwan” 
(2007).

In order to put pressure on the Taiwan-
ese side and prevent a declaration of inde-
pendence by the island, Beijing tightened 
its rhetoric on the Taiwan issue and inten-
sified military preparations. China, in par-
ticular, increased the number of its short-
range missiles in areas close to Taiwan.

In March 2005, the National People’s 
Congress passed the Anti-Secession Law, 
which sanctioned China’s use of “non-
peaceful means” against Taiwan in the case 
of the “separation of Taiwan from China 
under any name and in any form as a result 
of separatist forces seeking Taiwan’s inde-
pendence or serious incidents that could 
lead to the separation of Taiwan from Chi-
na, or the complete exhaustion of possibil-
ities for peaceful unification”15. Beijing al-
so demanded Washington to exert pres-
sure on the Taiwanese authorities.

During this period, the Taiwan issue 
came to the forefront of US-China inter-
actions. Washington was forced to pay 
heightened attention to this issue, main-
tain constant contacts with the Taiwanese 
side in order to prevent potentially danger-
ous initiatives by the Taiwanese leadership, 
and restrain Chen Shui-bian’s aspirations 
for Taiwan’s independence. Washington 
found itself in the unenviable role of medi-
ator between Beijing and Taipei.

At the same time, role of mediator 
brought Washington no benefits or any 
opportunity to “play the Taiwan card”, 
but, on the contrary, complicated rela-
tions with both sides of the conflict. Bei-
jing, which was expecting Washington to 
take decisive measures to counteract the 
consequences of provocative initiatives in-
stituted by Chen Shui-bian, regarded ac-
tions taken by Washington as insufficient. 
At the same time, the pressure exerted by 
the United States on the administration of 
Chen Shui-bian caused irritation among 
the Taiwanese authorities.

In general, due to the inability to main-
tain a constructive dialogue with Chen 
Shui-bian, who did not want to coordinate 
with American colleagues his initiatives, 
the course originally set by George W. Bush 
Jr. to strengthen contacts with Taiwan was 
never fully implemented by Washington. 
The election of Taiwan’s Kuomintang can-
didate in March 2008, however, funda-
mentally influenced the dynamics of rela-
tions between the Taiwan-China-US trian-
gle. Ma Ying-jeou had a very different ap-
proach to developing relations with China 
as president than Chen Shui-bian.

In order to reduce tensions be-
tween the two sides of the Taiwan Strait 
and search for new drivers of econom-
ic growth, Ma Ying-jeou proposed a step-
by-step roadmap for establishing Sino-Tai-
wan relations: meeting the basic demand 
of the Chinese authorities to resume di-
alogue between the banks of the Taiwan 
Strait, wherein the 1992 Consensus16 is 
recognized; the development of econom-
ic and cultural ties between the island and 
the mainland; negotiating the expansion 
of Taiwan’s “international space” and the 

14  «Four Wants» are: Taiwan wants independence, a new Constitution, development, and rectification of its name for “Taiwan”. 
15《反分裂国家法》[Anti-Secession Law]. 2005. URL: http://www.customs.gov.cn/publish/portal0/ tab637/module18166/
info38575.htm (Accessed: 08.03.2011)
16  «The 1992 Consensus» refers to a verbal agreement believed to be made in 1992 by representatives of the Straits Exchange 
Foundation and the Association for Relations Across the Taiwan Straits. The agreement meant that both sides of the Taiwan Strait 
acknowledge there is only “one China,” with each side free to interpret what this means. 
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conclusion of a peaceful agreement be-
tween the two shores.

The new policy course of the Taiwanese 
administration was well received in Bei-
jing (Chudodeev, 2008, p. 25). The process 
of normalizing bilateral relations began to 
rapidly develop: negotiations between rep-
resentatives of the Straits Exchange Foun-
dation and the Association for Relations 
Across the Taiwan Straits resumed, po-
litical contacts were rapidly established17, 
barriers to closer trade and economic in-
teraction were abolished. In particular, 
both sides have arranged for direct regu-
lar sea and air traffic between them, agreed 
on the terms of tourist trips of residents of 
the mainland, signed a large number of co-
operation agreements in a number of areas 
(for example, in the financial sphere, the 
field of postal cooperation, the field of pro-
tecting of intellectual property rights, the 
field of ensuring food safety, the field of 
medicine and health, the joint fight against 
crime, etc.), and began to develop edu-
cational and academic exchanges (Larin, 
2014, p 317).

In June 2010, the Cross-Strait Eco-
nomic Cooperation Framework Agree-
ment was concluded – a preferential trade 
agreement that contributed to the further 
expansion and deepening of bilateral trade 
and economic relations between China 
and Taiwan.

During this period, Beijing, although it 
did not publicly reject the possibility of us-
ing force as a solution to the Taiwan issue 
and did not dismantle its missiles aimed at 
Taiwan, it did cease its belligerent rhetoric 
regarding the island and sought to dem-
onstrate its good intentions towards Tai-
wan, staking the resolution of the Taiwan-
ese question on economic pressure. Ensur-
ing the island’s economic dependence on 
China has become a basic strategy in line 

with realizing the reintegration of Taiwan.
The administration of Ma Ying-jeou 

was guided by the task of reducing the risk 
of armed invasion from China, which had 
increased significantly during the years of 
provocation by Chen Shui-bian, as well as 
searching for a way out of a prolonged eco-
nomic recession by intensifying economic 
interaction with the second largest econo-
my in the world – China.

Normalization of China-Taiwan rela-
tions allowed Washington to distance it-
self from the Taiwanese problem and re-
duce its involvement to concentrate on 
more important foreign policy tasks. Since 
the stabilization of the situation in the Tai-
wan Strait fully corresponded to American 
interests of maintaining the status quo and 
reducing the risk of another source of in-
stability in the Asia-Pacific region, Wash-
ington preferred not to interfere in the 
normalization of Sino-Taiwan relations, 
especially since this temporarily removed 
the urgency of the Taiwan problem in the 
developing US-China relations, which 
were already burdened with a number of 
challenges.

However, such positive dynamics 
changed dramatically in 2016 as a result of 
Beijing’s negative reaction to the election 
as Taiwan’s president of DPP candidate 
Tsai Ing-wen. Although she expressed an 
interest in preserving the status quo, she 
refused to recognize the 1992 Consensus, 
urging Beijing to continue the dialogue 
without setting preconditions, and de-
clared her intention to reduce the island’s 
economic dependence on China.

The reaction of Beijing was quite harsh. 
Beijing even suspended the consultations 
started in 2014 between the Taiwan Affairs 
Office of the State Council and the Tai-
wan Mainland Affairs Council (Voloshin, 
2016, p. 84). Beijing has also taken a series 

17  In November, 2015 in Singapore there was held the first meeting since 1949 between the leaders of the PRC and Taiwan – be-
tween Xi Jinping and Ma Ying-jeou.
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of measures aimed at limiting Taiwan’s in-
ternational space. In violation of the “dip-
lomatic truce” reached by both parties in 
2008, which consisted of refusing to com-
pete for diplomatic recognition from oth-
er countries, Beijing established diplo-
matic relations with São Tomé and Prin-
cipe (December 2016) and Panama (June 
2017), reducing the number of Taiwanese 
diplomatic partners to 20 states. Under the 
PRC’s pressure, Taiwan was also denied 
participation in the World Health Assem-
bly and the International Civil Aviation 
Organization Assembly. 

Amid the worsening in Sino-Taiwan 
relations, the specifics of the Taiwan policy 
under new US president, Donald Trump, 
remain unclear. Trump’s first initiatives 
demonstrated his complete lack of under-
standing of the fundamentals and specifics 
of the American “one-China” policy, and 
has also made it difficult for Taipei to ex-
pand its participation in regional integra-
tion processes. At the beginning of De-
cember 2016, in violation of the unspo-
ken ban of having direct contacts with the 
Taiwanese leadership, Trump had a tele-
phone conversation with the President of 
Taiwan, Tsai Ing-wen. Trump’s statements 
later clarifying his decision to answer the 
call by the President of Taiwan caused se-
rious concern in Taipei, since they could 
be interpreted as indicating Trump’s read-
iness to use Taiwan as a bargaining chip 
in negotiations with the PRC on trade is-
sues or the North Korean issue. At the 
end of June 2017, the Trump administra-
tion’s announcement of plans to sell $1.42 
billion worth of weapons to Taiwan were 
considered a very unusual proposal, giv-
en the small volume of supplies carrying 
a potentially high risk of complicating re-
lations with China. A major blow to Tai-
wan’s plans was the US withdrawal from 
the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), to 
which Taipei had great hopes to join.

Taiwan’s participation in such a large-
scale integration project would help the is-

land avoid economic marginalization and 
political isolation, increase Taiwan’s com-
petitive position in world economic pro-
cesses, provide impetus for economic 
growth, and also diversify Taiwan’s foreign 
economic relations, reducing its economic 
dependence on China. If China succeeds 
in successfully realizing it’s promoted idea 
for ​​regional integration in East Asia – the 
Regional Comprehensive Economic Part-
nership – the economic marginalization of 
Taiwan against a backdrop of deteriorating 
relations with Beijing is inevitable.

Conclusion

America’s “One China” policy, formu-
lated in the 1970s and designed to pave the 
way for the normalization of the dynami-
cally developing US-China relations while 
maintaining diverse, informal contacts 
with Taiwan, has not lost its relevance in 
modern conditions. Based on the contra-
dicting spirit of the three joint US-China 
communiqués and the Taiwan Relations 
Act, this policy, due to its ambiguity, al-
lows for the sustainment of a delicate bal-
ance between the developing and deepen-
ing of US cooperation with China, a coun-
try rapidly expanding its participation in 
world affairs, and ensuring the security of 
the faithful partner of the United States, a 
one-time military ally, and now a success-
ful example of democratic transition in 
Asia – Taiwan.

The peculiarity of the US’ “one Chi-
na” policy is that it is designed to take in-
to account not only the “core interests” of 
China, but also the interests of the people 
of Taiwan, the overwhelming majority of 
whom do not want to unite with undemo-
cratic China. Interested in maintaining the 
status quo in the Taiwan Strait as a way to 
meet the national interests of the United 
States, Washington, on the one hand, does 
not support Taiwan’s efforts to gain inde-
pendence, and has even repeatedly op-
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posed them. On the other hand, the US 
continues to assist the island in developing 
its defenses against the backdrop of Chi-
na’s increasing military power and prevent 
Taiwan’s total international isolation fol-
lowing Beijing’s pressure on countries and 
international organizations.

For many decades now, the United 
States has remained the sole guarantor of 
Taiwan’s security and its autonomous exis-
tence from Beijing. All US administrations, 
regardless of their political priorities, ap-
proaches to the development of relations 
with China (either engagement or contain-
ment or a mix of it), or the international 
context in which they operated, invariably 
remained committed to the security of Tai-
wan, although they, of course, developed 
their own nuances in the country’s Taiwan 
policy. It seems that Washington will con-
tinue to be guided by this basic principle, 
despite the pressure from Beijing.
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